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If you were to walk down ]alan Zainal Abidin in George Town 
toaay, you might notice an unusual 
gate, set back from the road beyond a 
row of coconut palms and a wizened 
old tree. 
And if you were to peer through 
that gate, you would find row upon 
row of graves: the final resting place 
of the]ews of Penang. 

Not so long ago, J alan Zainal Abidin was 
known by a different name: Jalan Yahudi. 
You see, Penang was home to an entire 
community ofJews. ~~" 
They had their own Synagogue a fi 
Jalan Nagore, inside a shopho u e, ·_an:". 
walk for worship on the Sabbath. 
Sabbath starts on Friday night and 
sundown on Saturday. Pious Jews do not urr.... 1l' 
the Sabbath - it is a special day for worship a 
religious study and time with the family. 


The Jews who came to pray 
on the Sabbath mostly 
lived near J alan N agore or 
J alan Yahudi. Walking too 
far would be like work! 
• 
• 
Inside, there were 12 copies of 
the Torah, the holy books that they 
would face while they prayed . 
Gentile neighbours were not 
allowed inside, but that didn't 
stop children from peering In 
through the windows. 
Even at their height at the turn 
of the 20 th century, the Jews of 
Penang were never more than 
around 200 people. But that was 
a lot for a synagogue in a little 
shophouse. 

Their community may have been 
small, but it was complete. In those 
days the Jews of Penang had their 
own hazan who led the prayers in 
the synagogue. 
There was also a shohet, the butcher. 
He would slaughter the animals in 
theJewish way, kosher, so they would 
be fit to eat. With a sharp knife, he 
would cut the windpipe and the 
jugular vein in one stroke while 





The Jews of Penang came from all over the 
world! SephardicJews from Portugal, Mizrahi 
Jews from Baghdad and Armenia, Ashkenazi 
Jews from Romania, Germany, Poland and 
England. 
Some came to seek their fortune, like the 
wealthyJews of Malabar who have had roots in 
India for 800 years. 

Some came to escape troubles back home, 
like the Mizrahi Jews of Baghdad who were 
persecuted by the Ottoman governor Dawud 
Pasha in the early 1800s. 
Some came because duty called, like the 
English soldier who died serving the Crown 
Colony in Penang in 1941. 

Joseph HayeemJacobs, his father Abraham, 
and his grandparents all lived in Penang. 
His grandfather Hayoo moved there from 
Baghdad in 1929. 
Hayoo Jacobs was not only the hazan and 
shohet, he was also the mohel- he performed 
the ritual of circumcision onJewish boys. 
"Who knows when the first Jews set eyes on 
the island of Penang! 
After all, when King Solomon was building 
his glorious temple, he sent his men far 
and wide to gather gold and incense. Rare, 
precious aromatic woods like gaharu and 
kafur can only be found in the Nusantara. 


AB for the Jewish Cemetery, legend says 
it was a gift from a Jewish woman from 
England who donated the land in thanks 
when she recovered from a serious illness. 
Mrs. Shoshan Levi became the first person 
buried there on 9 July, 1835. 
For over a hundred years, the small 
community lived happily. 
The Jewish children went to school, 
laughed and played with the Chinese, 






Mter the war , some decided to settle in 
Australia or the US or Israel, but many 
joined the Jewish community of Singapore. 
There were more Jews in Singapore, and 
they were more established. Among them 
was David Marshall. He fought as a soldier 
against the Japanese during the war. 
Mterwards, he struggled for independence 
from Britain alongside figures like T unku 
Abdul Rahman and became the first Chief 
Minister of Singapore! 
As the new nation of Malaya gained independ ence , 
the few remaining J ew carried o n as before . But the 
ground wa beginning to shift . One by one , they made 
plans to leave. 
In 20II. M ordecai David Mordecai, once the manager 
of the Easter n & Oriental Hotel, was the last to be buried 
in the Jewish Cemetery, ending nearly 180 years of use. 
his son 
The cemetery 
is still there, 
looked after by 
Mr. Selvaraj and 
his son Maniam. 
The fam ily lives 
i n a little h o use on 
the cemetery grou nds, 
as they have ever since 
Maniam's great-great­
grandfather became the 
very first caretaker. 

-_"":':> . ­
By 1976, the synagogue had closed its 
doors forever. Not enoughJews were left 
to support it. 
And by the time Dr. Mahathir Mohamad 
came to power, it was clear Malaysia 
would not be a great place for a Jew. 
But the building still stands! It became 
a photography studio, then a pharmacy, 
a florist, then a print shop. It's a coffee 
shop now. 
Whatever it may become in the future ... 
... the past will always linger at the corner 
ofJalan N agore and Bawasah, a reminder 
of how Penang used to be. 
• 
Not very long ago, a small 

but thriving community ofJews called the 

island of Penang their home. With a 

presence spanning across two centuries, 

this little-known but truly Malaysian 

community eventually vanished, 

but traces remain! 

With prose by Zayn Gregory 

accessible even to gqys of all ages and 

beautiful illustrations by Arif Rafhan, 

The Last]ews of Penang brings to life a 
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